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Noticing Existence

A Beautiful Day to be in Quarantine.

Fields of Gold

God Bless

Little Ledge

Being a Mom. Being a Dad.

Neighbors

Views from the Window

Billboard I-65N

On Feeling

The Bus Driver Mentor

The In Between

We Didn’t Know it Would all be Over Soon

Remember When

Stockin Wood

A Run to Remember

NOTICING EXISTENCE IS A
photography project that came out of a time when I lived
in a new place, knew no one, and the only way to get by
day to day was through interacting with strangers. During
that season, I learned the importance of human connection
like I had never known before. In this project, I use the
camera in a collaborative process as a means to engage
with strangers mostly in the Nashville area. Fear
surrounds the idea of talking to people we do not know,
but over the years, and through both times of loneliness
and intense community, I have learned that when strangers
talk to each other, each individual feels like their existence
as a person has been noticed and is worthwhile.
The nature of the camera and technical skills necessary
made the camera a key part of my project. Once the
subject saw the camera, I immediately gained credibility
as a photographer. People relaxed and did not feel like
they needed to pose, as exemplified in Little Ledge. This
made the photos more raw. Technically speaking, the
camera felt like a puzzle. A puzzle with clues I set out
for myself that only I knew, and a puzzle with various
pieces to create one exposure. Ducked under a cape, I
used a lupe to focus the camera, feeling for knobs that
did various things to the focus that sometimes I could
not even understand. I used an external light meter to
test the light, closed the lens, cocked the shutter, loaded
and unloaded the film which I labeled with different tape
colors and flipped different directions to indicate what
was inside, and I pressed the shutter.
Using a 4x5 large format film camera to photography
these encounters creates space and time for authentic
human connection. Due to the nature of the camera, I
could not hide behind it, but stood eye to eye with the
subject as the shutter released. My project is simple
in meaning and in call to action. I merely noticed and
interacted with strangers and together created work
about it. The stranger is complicated, complex, and not
always transparent. I do not know or understand these
individuals any better than the next, but each one of them
is tremendously important to me.

Fear of upsetting, annoying, or interrupting someone; fear
of getting taken advantage of; and fear of rejection holds
people back from talking to people we do not know. The
term “Stranger Danger” first arose in various campaigns
across the United States in the 60s (Martin). By the mid
‘80s and early ‘90s, stories of child kidnappings, abductions,
molestations, and murders overtook the news making
“stranger danger” a very real threat. Although most of
these incidents can be traced back to an acquaintance
rather than strangers, the US culture is still instilled with
a sense of fear, discomfort, and anxiety when it comes to
interacting with the stranger (Woo). In terms of this project,
my fear of talking to strangers came mostly out of a fear
of rejection. Many times I thought it a better option to
completely avoid photographing someone rather than to
have that person say no to my request. This prevented me
from putting myself in situations for acceptance. Behavior
scientists Nick Epley, noticed that people have a tendency
to get the consequences of social interactions wrong.
Particular when it comes to interactions with strangers
(Santos 11:22-11:42).
In reality, however, interacting with strangers often has a
different result than what our brains tell us will happen.
Sociologist Dr. Laurie Santos explains in her podcast, The
Happiness Lab- Mistakenly Seeking Solitude, that “the
sheer amount of time we spend with other people predicts
how happy we are” (Santos 9:43-10:36). Ed Diener, the
leading pioneer in scientific research on happiness, and
Martin Seligman, the founder of Positive Psychology,
conducted a famous study called “Very Happy People”
that looked at people who scored in the highest percentile
of happiness and compared them to average and very
unhappy people (Ed Diener, “Martin Seligman). In their
research they discovered that the people who scored
highest did not necessarily eat healthier, exercise frequently,
or have more money, but they engaged in more social
interactions than the average human. These scientists
deemed being around other people as a necessary condition
for happiness (Diener and Seligman 81).
Nick Epley says, “happiness isn’t about the intensity of
experiences that we have. It’s about the frequency of them”.
All of the small, everyday interactions and encounters are
what result overall in greater happiness (Santos 10:4810:54). He conducted a study looking at train cars during
morning commutes, and created three conditions- a group
who kept to themselves, a group who did whatever they
normally do, and a group who tried to make a connection
with the person they sat next to. People reported the most
positive commute in the connection condition. Epley
extended his research to buses and waiting rooms, which
also got the same results. People are happier connecting.
Not only did the person initiating the conversation have a
more positive experience, but the person being talked to
also reported having a more positive experience. Several
experiments indicate that both extroverts and introverts

were happier talking to someone. Most people wrongly
predicted that getting into a conversation would not be
fun or uplifting, and since expectations guide our actions,
people tend not to engage at all, despite what the science
tells us (Epley and Schroeder). I am learning first hand
that many positive skills and opportunities emerge from
engaging with strangers. People can grow in compassion,
friendships can form, wisdom passed, stories and jokes
told, and quick interactions lead to what is referred to as
“fleeting intimacy”, when “a brief experience has emotional
resonance and meaning” (Why You Should [00:04:28]).
Moments before making the photograph God Bless, I was
tired, drained, and did not want to talk to anyone much else,
a stranger. After photographing Doug, my perspective
shifted leaving me enthusiastic. Doug said that he felt like
a famous rockstar and the people walking by agreed as we
all shared and smiled in this moment. After this encounter,
during times of Covid19 social distancing, I often saw
Doug when I went on walks. Sometimes we talked, other
times we waved from afar, but we always acknowledged
each other, and that is beautiful to me.
Several of my encounters left me feeling giddy and excited,
even if just for a few moments. When strangers talk to
each other, each individual feels they have been seen and
they are important. In addition, engaging with strangers
allows people to feel comfortable being honest because
quick interactions have no consequences. Individuals have
pre-existing expectations towards people they already know,
expecting their peers to always understand them. With a
stranger, this does not exist, making it much easier to be
open and vulnerable (Why You Should [00:05:52]).
Although I knew the science around interacting with people,
and had a desire to do so, I am an introvert and this project
took a lot of energy. I fear rejection and had to constantly
put myself in situations open to rejection while reminding
myself that people have a right not to be seen through a
photograph. In addition, I had an internal struggle about
whether what I was doing was socially acceptable. It
always took a lot of buildup to approach someone.
Throughout Noticing Existence, I used a 4x5 large format
film camera which acted in itself as a means of connection.
Physically, the camera created many challenges. Meant
for studio settings, the camera was heavy and bulky
making it hard to bring into the field with the various
accessories necessary for an exposure. The camera took
several minutes to set up, forcing the subject and me to
slow down a little bit. It created space to connect and to
be intentional. I could not simply snap a photo and go.
Instead, the set up was extensive and film expensive, so
I had to be thoughtful about every aspect of the photo. I
spent over 15 minutes setting up for just one of the two
exposures I took of the female in Fields of Gold. We
talked throughout the process, and once the focus was

perfect and the wind blew just in the right way, I pressed
with shutter. Instead of taking lots of photos of an individual
and picking out the best, each subject only got one or two
exposures. Each photo, even the ones not selected as my
final images, and each individual subject are important to me.
Instead of looking through a lens as I released the shutter,
I stood level, as an equal, with the subject. Since the
invention of photography in 1839, the practice has always
held a certain power dynamic. Photography, during colonial
rule, “imaged the world in order to study, profit from, and
own it.” The dominant powers of societies thought everything
needed to be seen and cataloged (Cole 14). Shortly after
the invention, scientific photographers such as E. Thiesson
and Hugh Welch Diamond took photos of individuals,
including indegenous people, enslaved, and mentally ill,
as a way to study, heal, educate, and convery the ultimate
truth of that person. In the 1880s, The muckraker journalist,
Jacob Riis, photographed poor people on the streets using
harsh lighting and strong angles in his series How the
Other Half Lives (Marien). Marc Garanger was assigned
to photograph people in an internment camp during the
1960 French war on Algeria. Everyone interned had to be
photographed resulting in pictures of people who did not
wish to be seen (Cole 14).
Richard Avedon, perhaps the most famous portrait
photographer of the 20th century, published a series of
portraits in Rolling Stone called The Family. These photos
capture portraits of some of the most powerful people,
mostly men, looking uneasy, uncertain of what to do
with their hands, but still determined to face the camera.
During these photo shoots, Avedon did not once speak
to his subjects. He walked around the room, attached
to the cable release, waiting for his subject to make the
slightest move. There was never any doubt that Avedon
was in complete control. In the American West, Avedon
used the same approach photographing ordinary people.
His subjects look haunted or intimidated, like they are
hanging on to their last thread of identity (Angier 5-6).
Hoping to break down some of the power dynamic that
goes hand in hand with photography, my process of
photographing during Noticing Existence was very much
a collaborative process. The bus driver in The Bus Driver
Mentor, immediately, proudly, and verbally claimed his
simple pose before I could even get the camera out of my
bag, making the pose distinctly his. The female in Stockin
Wood also took full agency and creative control in her
appearance. She rolled up her sweatpants, angled her body
so as not to show her T-shirt and tried out various poses
as I waited to see how she wanted to present herself. On
the other hand, sometimes I directed people into natural
poses. For example, from across the street I spotted the
couple in Billboard I-65N in the same pose they were
photographed in, but when I approached them that moment
was interrupted. I was initially drawn to them because of

this pose, so I asked them to return to that position for the
exposure. They happily adjusted, seeming to relax back
into their natural state.
I asked people if I could photograph them, thanked them
and left if they said no, and I did not begin setting up my
camera until the individual agreed to be photographed.
Most of the time, the stranger did not even see the camera
until after they agreed to be photographed. I did not pretend
like I knew exactly what I was doing, because I did not.
Most of the time, I think the person on the other side of
the camera understood that they were helping me learn.
After every encounter, I wrote down the email address
of the individual or group and asked if they wanted me
to send them a digital copy of their photograph. I wanted
them to get something out of the encounter as well. When
talking about her famous photograph, Migrant Mother,
Dorthea Lange said that she could not remember how she
explained her presence or her camera to the mother, but
the woman “seemed to know that my picture might help
her, and so she helped me. There was a sort of equality
about it (“Dorothea Lange”).” Anytime there is a portrait
of someone, it is a collaborative process between the
photographer and subject.
This project concluded as Covid19 ramped up. Initially,
coronavirus paralyzed me with fear when it came to
making work. I already feared interrupting someone’s
day and going against social norms, but in this situation
I felt like it was my moral and legal duty to only interact
through a screen. I spent time in solitude thinking
aesthetically about the photos I wanted to make. I took
photos blank of people providing a way for me to process
what was going on. When I sought to interact with people,
the world faced not only a health pandemic, but also a
loneliness epidemic. My last few encounters were my
most memorable and intentional ones yet. I allowed
myself to move a lot slower, spend more time setting
up and composing an image, and I talked a little longer.
Most of my previous encounters ended after I pressed
the shutter, but the Covid19 encounters, including A
Beautiful Day to be in Quarantine, Little Ledge, Being a
Mom. Being a Dad., and Views from the Window, extended
afterwards. For the first time, I was able to really explain
my project to the people I photographed. These photos
feel powerful and display a sense of urgency and importance
for the world. The people photographed look purposeful.
A certain connectedness existed that was not there before.
In a time where social interaction is limited, and in fact
discouraged, it made those moments more treasurable.
I spent a lot of time learning from other photographers
examining their subject matter, compositions, and aesthetic
choices. Alec Soth served as a main inspiration. He uses a
large format camera and uses photography to explore how
photos can depict more of a story than what is evident on
the outer surface. Through his body of work, I Know How

Furiously Your Heart is Beating, he promotes connection
as he photographed the space between himself and the
stranger (Soth). In Joel Sternfeld’s photography project,
Stranger Passing, he travelled around America for fifteen
years and took portrait photographs of ordinary people
(“Book: Stranger”). Sternfeld steps back and really lets
his subjects fill the space around them. The extremely
ordinary people he photographs look stunning and beautiful.
As journalist Ian Frazier pointed out, “Sternfeld did not
seek out the richest subjects or the poorest subjects.
Neither did he seek out the most striking, nor exotic”
(Frazier). They were just normal subjects and Sternfeld
did not expect or project any more on them. He accepted
them as they presented themselves. Richard Renaldi’s
subject matter, compositions, and process influenced me
in his series Touching Strangers. Working on the streets with
a 8x10 camera, Renaldi approached multiple strangers and
had them physically interact while posing for a photograph.
Renaldi “creates spontaneous and fleeting relationships
between strangers for the camera” resulting in photographs
that question “the possibilities for positive human connection
in a diverse society” (Renaldi). His photographs are
emotional, engaging, and very touching.
In Malcom Gladwell’s book, Talking to Strangers, he
explains all the ways we, as humans, have wrongly
understood and spoken to strangers as told through
challenging and controversial stories throughout history.
He talks of the challenges and short fallings (Gladwell).
Ultimately, the stranger is complicated, complex, and
layered, and there is no guarantee that we will completely
know and understand anyone. Although this may be
true, science shows us the benefits of social interactions,
with another human, including strangers. People crave
connectedness. My brain tells me that people do not
want to be photographed by another stranger, myself,
but in general people want to help other people out, and
a large number of people were flattered by my request to
photograph them. I received dozens of business cards, and
people offered connections and advice. A painter whose
wife is an art therapist offered his number for my friend
to contact. People had daughters or sisters or friends who
were photographers for me to contact. I was asked to take
band and album photos. One man even sent me his notes
on financial well being. Over the past seven months of
working on this project, I have interacted with over 70
individuals, complete strangers to me, and each one of
these individuals are important to me and their existence
is worth noticing.
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